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2Since April 2008, England’s concessionary fares policy has provided older 
people (and the registered disabled) with unlimited, England-wide, free 
off-peak bus travel under its agenda for social exclusion. The policy has 
proved extremely popular among many older people, and resulted in 
a substantial increase in demand for bus travel in England. Under the 
scheme, reimbursement to private bus operators is funded by central 
government, but distributed via the Transport Concessionary Authority 
(TCA) in which each bus boarding occurs. 
In the context of a growing and rapidly ageing population, and the 
current climate of financial austerity, this report demonstrates the social 
benefits of England’s concessionary fares policy, providing evidence 
that can be used to support the financial case for the scheme. Currently, 
the wide-ranging benefits of the policy are poorly documented, in part 
due to a research agenda that has hitherto focused on aggregate level 
bus usage data, at the expense of the rich contextual information that 
informs how the free bus pass is actually used in the context of the 
daily lives of its pass-holders, and thus the extent to which it creates 
meaningful benefit to individuals.1,2,3
Specifically, the report identifies a number of different ways in which 
the concession has contributed to the quality of life of older people, 
with a particular emphasis on the effect of reducing isolation and 
loneliness in later life. Importantly, not all of the benefits of the scheme 
discussed in this report necessarily result in a quantifiable increase in the 
number of bus trips being made, which has been the main measure of 
evaluating the success of the policy.4 It is argued that some of the more 
subtle changes in bus use are currently inadequately considered in 
debates about the future of the policy, despite their potentially significant 
contribution to older peoples’ quality of life.
Executive summary 
The free bus pass  
creates meaningful benefit 
to individuals
4The free bus pass scheme has the following benefits.
•		Encouraging self-prevention of isolation in later life – 
through facilitation of trips to ‘get out of the house’ and to ‘socialise 
with others’. 
•		Facilitating pass-holders’ participation in society – through allowing 
regular commitment to societies and volunteering activities without 
paying travel costs. Given that older people make up a significant 
proportion of the voluntary sector in the UK, it is argued that the policy 
is in line with the ethos of the ‘big society’. 
•		Introducing a more gradual transition during the process of giving 
up driving that can occur in later life – pass-holders were increasingly 
likely to have had some experience of using buses, which may help them 
when they need to stop driving. There was also the benefit of avoiding 
some of the perceived negative aspects of driving, such as driving at 
night, during winter and in congested areas, while still keeping the car 
for other journeys. Further, this could offer wider societal benefits 
in terms of reduced emissions from car traffic, less congestion and 
reduced accidents.
•		Increasing flexibility so bus trips can be spread out over the day 
or week – whereas if a charge for off-peak bus travel were to be 
reintroduced, pass-holders reported they would make as many trips 
in one day as possible in order to maximise the value of a ‘day rider’ 
ticket. The cumulative effect of making more trips is greater exposure 
to opportunities for social interaction, which could reduce the likelihood 
of loneliness and isolation in later life.
•	 Providing opportunities to divert funds to other activities – 
including ‘eating out’, ‘having a coffee’ or ‘using the money saved to 
travel further afield to see relatives’. Many such activities are social in 
nature and once again may help to counteract social isolation in later 
life. There were also indications of wider social benefits, such as the 
opportunity to provide unpaid childcare, care for dependent relatives 
or voluntary work. 
•		Reducing ‘perceived risk’ to pass-holders of trying out the bus – 
for example, some pass-holders reported not having to worry about 
making a route mistake, or getting off at the wrong stop, given that it  
is free to reboard. In addition, the interoperability of the pass allowed  
a choice of operators for the return journey, whereas when they had 
paid a fare they could only use their ticket on the operator they had  
used to travel out with. This meant some pass-holders could try out  
new destinations with minimal risk. The sense of adventure experienced 
by some pass-holders was described by one pass-holder as helping  
‘to keep us young’. 
5•	 Offering pass-holders the incentive to overcome the traditional 
barriers associated with bus travel – for example, some pass-holders 
reported driving to the bus stop and parking (informal park and ride), 
even when they could not walk. They claimed they would not have 
gone to such effort if they had had to pay. Once on the bus, many 
pass-holders reported benefiting from social contact with others.
•		Providing justification for seemingly ‘trivial’ trips – which may be 
seen as affordable by some pass-holders, but could not be justified in 
the absence of the free bus pass. Such trips included ‘taking the bus for 
its own sake’ and ‘popping out just for a ride’, trips that are identified 
within existing literature as intrinsically important in preventing social 
exclusion and isolation.5,6 Critically, the benefits here are social as well 
as individual, for example, in terms of avoiding healthcare costs to the 
state which may arise due to isolation and inactivity. Bus-pass holders 
probably do not include the wider social benefits of these trips when 
making judgements about what is affordable and justifiable.
•		Offering the stimulation of entirely new trips – such as timed 
‘bus route challenges’ and ‘bus roulette’ (arriving at the bus stop and 
deciding where to go on the day), which some pass-holders reported 
made the bus journey an entertaining and fun activity in its own right. 
It was reported that such trips would not to be undertaken if there 
were not a free fares scheme.
•		Encouraging the role of the bus as a mobile social space – one that 
provides access to informal support networks, social engagement and 
contact with the outside world.
The evidence from the qualitative focus groups supports a growing body 
of literature highlighting that the benefits of mobility extend above and 
beyond travel between two destinations.7 In the case of concessionary 
travel, these benefits are poorly measured and thus are under-
appreciated in the current evaluative process.8 
Once on the bus, 
many pass-holders 
reported benefitting 
from social contact 
with others
6The research makes the following recommendations of relevance  
to the policy. 
1)  The research confirms the importance of exploiting the growing 
availability of smart-card data, which would enable research into 
the linkages between pass-holders and their trip-making, and begin 
to quantify some of these more subtle changes in the way the bus 
is used in the context of pass-holders’ daily life. This would also allow 
policy-makers to better understand the distribution of use of the pass. 
It is also recommended that a more co-ordinated approach is taken 
to the sharing of smart-card data from different operators. 
2)  The report calls for a more holistic approach to evaluating the 
policy, which takes into account the wide range of benefits identified 
in this report, some of which cannot be linked to a specific trip per se, 
but rather represent the benefits of the policy as a whole.
3)  It recognises the concessionary travel market as a growing market 
that offers some potential business opportunities. For example, 
the positive experience of bus travel could mean this group might 
be used as ‘bus champs’ to encourage other older non-users on board. 
Indeed they could even attract younger, paying customers on board, 
thus providing revenue to bus operators.
4)  Given the important role of the bus in discretionary travel, identified 
in this report, there is a need to provide a different type of traveller 
information provision to suit the increase in impromptu and 
spontaneous travel. Such information could include details of local 
cafés, toilets, and informal information such as which side of the 
road to stand on.
5)  Given that there are different types of pass-holders, from those using 
the bus for basic level access needs, to those using it for leisure and 
tourism purposes, there is potential for new considerations in terms of 
design and planning of new buses. For example, buses could contain 
distinctly different seating areas that could be set out in a circular style 
to encourage interaction, while the front could have a more traditional 
design with handrails and lined seating. 
Research recommendations
There is a need to 
provide a different 
type of traveller 
information provision 
to suit the increase  
in impromptu and 
spontaneous travel
There is potential for new 
considerations in terms of design 
and planning of new buses
8Background to England’s concessionary fares policy
As part of a range of measures by the government to reduce the 
effects of social exclusion and promote a better quality of life for older 
people, unlimited local free travel by bus after the morning peak period 
was provided to eligible pass-holders in England by 2006. Since April 
2008, the concession has been extended from the local travel concession 
area to an England-wide entitlement. The official policy objective was 
to ‘ensure that bus travel, in particular, remains within the means 
of those on limited incomes and those who have mobility difficulties.’9 
The reimbursement to private bus operators is funded by central 
government, but distributed via the local Transport Concessionary 
Authority (TCA) in which each bus boarding occurs. The scheme 
has proved immensely popular and led to a major increase in overall 
demand for bus travel in England, at a total estimated cost of 
£1 billion in the last financial year.10 
As the main body representing the interests of older people in England, 
Age UK has a particular interest in policy that seeks to improve quality 
of later life. Faced with a growing and rapidly ageing population, and 
the current times of financial austerity, there is a need to gather 
evidence of the benefits of the concessionary travel scheme and its 
contribution to quality of life of older people, which can be used to 
support the case for the scheme. The present report seeks to begin 
to address this current lack of understanding of the different ways that 
pass-holders may respond to the provision of a free bus pass and the 
variety of benefits that may be derived from its use, above and beyond 
the already-recorded increase in bus trips. The next section discusses 
the importance of mobility in later life, before outlining the specific 
potential impacts of providing a free bus pass.
Main report
Age UK has a 
particular interest 
in policy that seeks 
to improve quality 
of later life
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Mobility: the glue that holds life’s activities together? 11 
Mobility is intrinsically connected with the wellbeing and health of older 
people. Mobility and the ability to get out of the home are essential to 
their quality of life and when lacking, can lead to increased likelihood 
of isolation, depression and loneliness in later life.12,13,14 Transport is 
described by Cobbs and Coughlin15 as the essential ‘glue that holds life’s 
activities together’. In a society that has become increasingly mobile, 
travelling further distances than ever before (particularly by private car), 
and with the locations of activities becoming more dispersed to reflect 
these autocentric mobility trends, it is widely recognised that older 
people can find it difficult to maintain sufficient levels of mobility 
necessary to participate fully in the society in which they live.16,17,18 
Thus older people are particularly vulnerable to experiencing ‘transport 
disadvantage’ and ultimately therefore at greater risk of becoming 
socially excluded from society.19 It is summed up that ‘in a society where 
the automobile provides a level of mobility unparalleled by any other 
travel modes, the loss of driving ability can dramatically impact the 
lifestyle of the elderly’.20 Specifically Metz21 identifies five distinct ways 
in which mobility in a general sense can potentially promote a better 
quality of later life.
1) Travel to gain access to desired people and places.
2) Psychological benefits of movement and getting out of the house.
3)  Exercise benefits of getting out and about and walking to and from 
bus stops.
4)  Involvement in the local community, yielding benefits from informal 
local support networks.
5)  Potential travel – knowing that a trip could be made even if not 
actually undertaken.
Older people are 
at greater risk of 
becoming socially 
excluded from 
society
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Musselwhite and Haddad,22 drawing on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, 
extend this further to identify three levels of older people’s needs that 
can be achieved through the mobility provided by transport. First, the 
basic need for access; second, mobility’s contribution to independence 
and status; and third, aesthetic needs linked to wellbeing. 
Figure 1 Hierarchy of travel needs 23 
This hierarchical structure means that more basic needs must be 
achieved before higher level needs can be achieved. For example, 
older people without access to the basics of groceries and medical 
appointments are arguably also less likely to meet the higher need 
for viewing the world and feeling independent.24 It is argued, therefore, 
that while the ‘lower-level’ needs are more concerned with social 
exclusion and meeting an adequate threshold standard of living, 
the higher needs relate to actual experience of life – in other words, 
its character and how it is experienced. Indeed, it is recognised that 
increased travel in itself means nothing devoid of the context and 
meaning that it has to the individual pass-holder.25 The report now 
briefly considers the secondary evidence of the effects of providing 
free bus travel.
Tertiary travel needs
Aesthetic needs
The need to travel for its own sake 
and view life and nature
Secondary travel needs
Aesthetic needs
The need for independence, 
control, status, roles
Primary travel needs
Aesthetic needs
Make appointments; access shops and 
services; work in a safe, convenient, 
comfortable manner
Least 
awareness
Most 
awareness
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The effects of providing a free bus pass
Previous research has provided interesting insights into pass-holders 
using the pass. Specifically, previous research finds that:
•		those	between	60	and	65	years	old	are	considered	more	reactive 
to the provision of a concessionary pass in terms of increasing their 
bus use26,27 
•		recent	pass-holders	are	more	likely	to	respond	to	the	scheme 
(by increasing their trips by bus) than longstanding pass-holders28 
•		those	who	had	held	their	passes	for	the	longest	are	more	likely	to	be	
older and reliant on public transport29 
•	females	are	more	likely	to	possess	and	use	a	pass	than	males30 
•		7	per	cent	of	older	people	reported	planning	to	give	up	car	ownership 
as a result of the free pass, highlighting its contribution to longer-term 
behavioural change31 
•		the	pass	has	been	found	to	have	had	an	impact	on	the	range	of	
destinations being offered32 
•		the	on-board	bus	social	interaction	that	occurs	is	seen	to	be	of	great	
value and is facilitated because bus travel is free33 
•		pass-holders	with	access	to	a	car	were	found	to	make	fewer	trips	by 
bus overall than those without a car; however, those with a car were 
proportionally more likely to have increased their trips by bus as a result 
of the scheme.34 
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Moving the debate forward
The current report extends the current knowledge and debate in the field 
of concessionary bus travel in two ways. First, based on existing literature 
and this research’s empirical findings, it suggests that the real value of 
the concessionary bus pass is arguably not solely the travel generated 
by the scheme, but also the meaningful contribution of that travel to 
older peoples’ quality of life.35 Yet current analysis of the policy provides 
only anecdotal evidence about the scheme’s potential and actual 
contribution to improving quality of later life and impacting on loneliness 
and isolation. During the current times of financial scrutiny, there is likely 
to be increasing pressures to justify the cost of the policy, which would 
necessarily entail providing evidence, particularly relating to the social 
benefits of the policy. Indeed, it could be argued that the benefits that 
are the hardest to measure, such as the scheme’s contribution in terms 
of facilitating social interaction, are in fact the most valuable to the 
individual pass-holder. 
Secondly, research shows a wide variation in the individual pass-holder’s 
uses of the concessionary pass and the benefits derived from its use. 
Yet the current approach to research into concessionary bus travel is 
underpinned by an approach that tends to treat pass-holders as 
homogenous units, without taking their individual context into account 
or exploring the deeper motivations stimulating pass use. This report is 
vital to understanding the distribution of any benefits that are potentially 
accrued by the scheme, and to identifying factors that may mean 
pass-holders are more (or indeed less) likely to use their passes.
Research questions 
The following three research questions are addressed in this report.
1)  How are pass-holders using their concessionary passes in the context 
of their daily lives?
2)  What benefits are derived from having a pass and how does this 
contribute to social exclusion?
3) What policy recommendations stem from the research?
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Methodological approach
A mixed methodological approach underlies the research reported  
here: an on-board bus survey and a series of ten qualitative focus groups. 
A survey of 487 concessionary pass-holders was commissioned on a 
major operator’s route in south-west England over a two-week period  
in winter 2009. Four specific routes were chosen to represent the typical 
routes that might be found outside London and larger cities such as 
Manchester; a city-centre route; an urban-to-rural route; a hospital  
route; and a shopper route. The main questions in the survey related to 
understanding how pass-holders were using their concessionary passes, 
how their bus use had changed since getting a pass, and how they would 
have travelled in the absence of a pass. Each route was surveyed between 
7.00am and 7.00pm for two weekdays, plus two weekend periods. 
The age distribution of the 487 concessionary pass-holders was broadly 
comparable to both that of the region and to that of England and Wales, 
with about 56 per cent aged 60–69, 37 per cent aged 70–79 and 7 per 
cent aged 80 and over. Sixty-seven per cent of respondents had held 
their passes since before 2006 (the year when free local bus travel was 
implemented in England) and 33 per cent had obtained their pass since 
then. There was a roughly even spread of respondents among the 
different 23 routes surveyed, with a slightly higher proportion of older 
respondents on the rural routes, compared to the city-centre routes. 
Data was entered and analysed using statistical software.
Subsequently, ten qualitative focus groups were conducted in south-west 
England in spring 2010. The groups were designed to gather views of 
pass-holders (and non-holders) from a range of different abilities to use 
the bus and differing bus service availability. The data was analysed 
using a mixture of manual coding and NVivo software. 
15
Key survey findings
Why are pass-holders using their passes?
Figure 2 highlights that the main reason for pass-holders using their 
passes at the time of survey was for shopping and social reasons. It is 
worth noting that the high proportion of ‘other’ trips included escorting 
children to their various activities, volunteering and ‘simply getting out 
of the house’.
Figure 2 Main reason for travelling at time of survey
Total 487 respondents.
Pass-holders’ first choice mode of travel in the absence of a scheme
Figure 3 ‘How would you have travelled today if you did not 
have a pass?’
Total 487 respondents. (2008 survey)
Figure 3 shows that the three main alternatives to the bus pass were 
car (self-driven), a self-funded bus journey or not travelling at all. Some 
statistical tests of association were undertaken with the following 
findings that were found to be statistically significant (P < 0.05).36 
•		Pass-holders	who	would	have	driven	a	car	if	there	was	no	free	pass	were	
more likely to report increasing their number of bus trips since getting a 
pass, compared to those who would have taken other modes.
  Shopping (48%)  Medical (3%)
 Social reasons (26%)  Education (1%)
 Work (4%)  Other (18%)
  Car – drive (27%)  Car – passenger (11%)
 Walk (3%)  Cycle (1%)
 Taxi (2%)  Rail (3%)
 Paid bus journey (37%)
 Wouldn’t have travelled (16%)
16
•		Those	travelling	for	social	reasons	at	the	time	of	the	survey	were	half	as	
likely to report that they would drive in the absence of a pass, compared 
to those undertaking shopping trips.
•		Older	pass-holders	(those	aged	70+)	were	statistically	less	likely	to	report	
using the car in the absence of the scheme.
Which factors may make pass-holders more likely to increase their 
bus trips?
Figure 4 ‘To what extent are you making extra trips by bus since 
getting a pass?’
Total 488 respondents.
Figure 4 shows that about two-thirds of pass-holders reported making 
additional trips since obtaining a pass. In particular, the following 
findings were identified.
•		Older	pass-holders	(aged	75+)	were	statistically	less	likely	to	report	
increasing their bus trip frequency since getting a pass (P <0.05).
•		However,	older	pass-holders	were	statistically	more	likely	to	report	an	
improvement in their quality of life since getting a pass. In other words, 
it would seem that there are benefits above and beyond simply 
increased bus use (P <0.05).
•		Those	who	reported	they	would	have	driven	(and	presumably	had	
access to a car) were most likely to report increasing their use of the bus 
(P <0.05). This result confirms previous research that shows that while 
those with car access tend to make fewer bus trips overall than those 
without a car, proportionally speaking the policy has particularly 
stimulated trips from those with access to a car.37 
•		Those	who	lived	in	areas	typically	served	well	by	the	bus	(towns	and	city	
centres) were significantly more likely to report increasing their bus use 
– presumably due to greater availability of the bus (P <0.05).
  Lots extra (25%) 
 Some extra (35%)
 Same number (40%)
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The quantitative findings discussed in this section have provided an 
overview of ways the pass is being used at the aggregate level, and 
identified factors that make pass-holders more likely to report an improved 
quality of life. The next section considers the qualitative element of the 
research, discussing the ways in which use of the free bus pass has 
impacted on the nature and character of pass-holders’ lives.
Qualitative findings
This report highlights a number of previously unidentified practical 
benefits of having a free bus pass that have been linked to older people’s 
quality of life.
1)  Having a free bus pass offers pass-holders the flexibility to spread 
their trips throughout the day and week.
Whereas when a bus fare was payable, many pass-holders felt obliged 
to try to undertake all their trips within one day, in order to maximise 
their use of a day travel card, some reported that they were now able 
to spread these trips out over the week. This not only offered greater 
flexibility in terms of organising their day, but also meant that a number 
of smaller trips could replace a single large trip. Indirectly, being able to 
make a greater number of trips with fewer purposes meant less carrying 
of heavy shopping for some pass-holders, while others avoided 
becoming tired by doing too much in one day. Other respondents 
suggested that they could now spend more time on a single activity, 
thus making the experience of life more leisurely and less time-pressured. 
It could be argued that the increased bus trip frequency could lead to 
greater social exposure and contact with others, thus avoiding the onset 
of loneliness that can occur in later life. One respondent commented 
further on this matter.
‘I couldn’t afford to travel by bus every day before. 
I would have bought one ticket for one day and be done 
with it, but now I find myself just using it whenever. Now 
I am not concerned about getting my value for money.’
Male, 61, city
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2)  Having a free bus pass meant some pass-holders could justify 
making trips that may be seen by some as trivial, but which for 
the individual were incredibly important (this links with the 
first finding).
It was found that even though many pass-holders were able to afford 
most of the bus trips that they needed to do previously, some could not 
(or indeed would not) justify use of the bus for trips that were not 
absolutely necessary when a fare was payable. One example was ‘just 
getting out of the house for the sake of it’, a trip that some pass-holders 
reported would not have occurred as frequently if there were a charge for 
it. This was particularly true of more socially orientated and discretionary 
trips that were found to be ‘nice but could be dropped if it wasn’t free’. 
Thus the pass has arguably encouraged the trips that are of most 
importance to older people’s quality of life.
‘I can do trips now that there’s no way I would do if I had 
to pay: I mean I couldn’t justify that expense just for some 
trip down the road.’
Female, 61, city
The pass has 
arguably encouraged 
the trips that are 
of most importance 
to older people’s 
quality of life
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3)  The free bus pass was found to be a major contributory factor in 
reducing feelings of isolation among some pass-holders.
While for some pass-holders the benefits of the pass, such as social 
interaction with other people on board, were additional bonuses of 
a trip that would have taken place anyway, for other pass-holders, 
they reported specifically using the bus to meet people and alleviate 
loneliness and boredom and being stuck at home. They reported 
that such trips would not occur as much (or indeed at all) if a fare 
was payable.
‘For anyone short on income there’s no need to sit at home 
being miserable – they can think: “Right! I’m going to take 
a bus ride because it’s not going to cost me.” ’
Female, 77, city 
 
‘The pass doesn’t really improve my quality of life, 
but helps me maintain it and stop it deteriorating 
as it probably will, as I get older, and feel more and 
more isolated.’
Female, 63, village 
 
‘I use it (the bus) when I get fed up.’
Female, 65, village 
 
‘You just take yourself off and go – because you can and 
it doesn’t cost anything.’
Male, 85, village
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4)  Having a free bus for some pass-holders removed the perceived 
risk associated with bus travel and made it practically easier to use.
Some pass-holders were concerned about trying out the bus when there 
was a cost, for fear of not knowing where to get on and off the bus, and 
not having the right ticket. In particular, being able to use the pass on all 
operators’ networks (the benefit of interoperability) meant that it was 
easier to return home than if they had to use the provider they had 
travelled out with. It was found that trips of longer distance, as well as 
unplanned trips, were perceived as more ‘risky’ in this sense and could be 
cut if there was a charge.
‘You don’t worry if you make a mistake: if you have to 
get off and change it doesn’t matter, as it doesn’t cost 
you anything.’
Female, 68, town
21
5)  Having a free bus pass has in some respects meant pass-holders 
have been able to divert their money into other areas of life 
as they choose.
‘Before it was free, after forking out £4 to get to town, 
I would be reluctant to get a coffee as well, or buy that 
expensive cheese in the deli. In fact I may not have gone 
in the first place… But now it’s free, I can indulge myself.’
Male, 78, city
Some pass-holders reported that they were more likely to spend 
money on a meal out at lunchtime with their friends since the bus 
was free. Others reported being able to phone their relatives in Australia 
more often because they seemed to have more money. Indeed, other 
pass-holders reported being able to trade up on quality products in the 
supermarket that they would not have bought previously.
An interesting contrast emerged between some pass-holders who 
felt that the free bus pass had allowed them to give up their cars 
by providing an alternative means of transport, with fewer worries 
associated with car ownership, and others who felt able to keep their 
cars for longer on the basis that they were saving money they would 
have paid on the bus.
‘Now I have free bus travel, I don’t need a car: I gave 
it up… and all the costs and worries of it breaking 
down and all that.’
Male, 77, town
Another respondent strongly disagreed with this statement:
‘No!… I am the opposite: I can only afford to keep my car 
and use it for important journeys, where the bus is no good, 
because I can travel for free by bus the rest of the time. 
Money doesn’t grow on trees, you know!’
Female, 68, small town
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6)  The bus pass has been influential in supporting volunteering work 
and regular activities.
A number of respondents reported that they had taken up voluntary 
posts, on the basis that they did not have to pay to travel there, and they 
did not have the embarrassment of asking the charity for money to cover 
their travel costs. Furthermore, having a pass allowed them to offer 
flexible working, such as popping home for lunch and running errands 
that would not be possible if a bus fare was applicable. This voluntary 
work was also evident on an informal basis; for example, grandparents 
escorting children to school and being able to get the bus back. It is 
argued that the free bus pass has encouraged volunteering by removing 
some of the costs, which has the wider benefit of providing social 
interaction and sense of belonging to society.
‘The benefit of the free bus pass is the ability to take 
up routine activities, rather than the specific benefit 
of this particular trip. I can now take my weekly dance 
class without worrying about having to pay to get there – 
and I volunteer at the scouts now.’
Female, 63, town
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7)  The free bus pass has been found to facilitate the gradual process 
of giving up driving which may occur in later life.
The pass was deemed to be particularly successful at attracting drivers 
to use the bus. In doing so, many pass-holders were now using the bus 
for the first time. In particular, the bus was perceived to be attractive in 
circumstances such as driving at night and in busy city centres. In 
addition, it was found that it created a gradual process by which pass-
holders could use the bus more over time and hence develop a transition 
towards ceasing driving.
‘The less you drive, the less you want to.’
Male, 68, city
‘I couldn’t do without the car: it’s a mixture of the two 
I think. I’m glad I’ve got my bus pass as I won’t lose my 
independence altogether, but having no car will go a long 
way to losing my independence.’
Female, 61, town
A clear distinction emerged between those who were reliant on the 
bus for all their activities and sometimes found it hard to use for more 
practical trips, such as getting to the shops and medical appointments, 
and those who used the bus for more leisure-orientated journeys. 
‘It will involve a couple of changes and going via Bath, but 
we’ve got all day... You know you’re going to be a long time 
getting there, but you don’t mind making a day of it: if you 
don’t have a deadline, it doesn’t matter… It takes me an 
hour, but it’s a pleasant hour!’
Male, 72, village, car-owner
‘If I haven’t got a lift, getting the appointment and bus 
in (the) right order is hard. You can have an hour wait 
between buses and then you have to see the doctor... 
How long is a piece of string?’
Female, 88, town, not a car-owner
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8) The free pass has accentuated the role of the bus as a social space.
Many pass-holders in the qualitative study identified a specific impact 
of the free bus pass in maintaining social contact both on board, and 
through saving money and being able to afford other activities at the 
end destination as illustrated by the following respondents.
‘It’s the social side, you know – not just meeting friends and 
relatives, but travelling together and having a meal you 
wouldn’t have afforded if you had to fork out for the bus.’
Female, 72, city
‘I live on a major bus route and have invested in some 
board games and we now have a weekly club at my place 
playing games. Nobody would have forked out to come 
over if they had to pay – and I’d be embarrassed to ask 
them to anyway.’
Male, 67, village
‘The bus is not so much about accessing somewhere as 
meeting people.’ 
Male, 84, village
‘It’s a good social event… You get to know people on the 
bus, local, like. And that’s part of it. With the day centres 
shutting down – as they are to a certain extent – we can 
get out more and do what you want rather than have to 
go to a day centre, so there’s some social benefits.’
Male, 62, small town
‘The bus pass makes me feel part of this big club. When we 
see other card-holders, we give a quick wink and smile: 
they’re one of us!’
Male, 67, village
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Some of the particular benefits of this informal space for social 
activity identified by pass-holders included:
•	chatting	with	others	and	avoiding	loneliness
•	accessing	informal	networks	of	support
•	being	in	a	neutral,	non-stigmatising	environment
•	catching	up	on	news	and	information
•	being	able	to	focus	on	socialising	instead	of	the	worry	of	driving
•	having	all	your	friends	in	one	place	at	the	same	time
•	having	the	regularity	of	particular	routes	as	part	of	the	daily	routine.
Indeed, the space of the bus was identified as particularly valuable 
for women as a way to socialise.
‘My son loves socialising over Facebook… my husband loves 
staying at home, pottering in the shed and [chatting] over 
the garden fence, and he doesn’t get bored, but I love 
getting out the house and talking to other people in the 
process. It’s a woman thing, maybe.’
Female, 88, town
‘My daughter keeps telling me to go to the day centre to 
meet people as I get lonely, but that’s for decrepit people, 
and they patronise you. The bus is different, you know – 
there’s no embarrassment at hanging out here, especially 
as it is for all, regardless of how much they have in 
the bank.’
Female, 82, city
‘I love being chauffeured around with the free pass, but 
maybe I am used to that – I always used to get a lift with 
my husband when he could drive. Anyway, I hated driving. 
But my husband, well, now he’s given up driving, he can’t 
see the joys of being chauffeured… you see, he liked driving, 
and it gave him some identity.’
Female, 77, small town
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9)  There is evidence that the pass symbolises pass-holders’ feelings of 
freedom, independence and that they are valued by society.
A number of respondents felt that having a pass meant that the 
government cared for them and that even if they could not use the pass, 
they still valued having a pass and being part of the pass-holder ‘club’. 
‘No way! It’s not the money that matters, but the pass 
symbolises my freedom and independence… The pass gives 
me freedom – I flash that pass and it opens up a whole new 
world. Paying for tickets would be a hassle for me to find 
the change and in a rush.’
Female, 63, small town
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Lesley’s story
Name:  Lesley  
Age: 68 
Location: Dawlish 
Status: Widow
Lesley lives alone with two dogs in a seaside town in south-west England. 
She is a regular volunteer at the local charity shop in the town and enjoys 
rambling and completing jigsaws in her spare time. She comments that: 
‘Now the bus is free to use I have recently decided to give 
up my car. It’s just so expensive and I was getting nervous. 
It was kind of a gradual process of deciding, as I was able 
to try out the bus for free for a while and then I realised 
that I simply didn’t need a car any more.’
She highlights many benefits of having the free bus. She explains: 
‘Some of the benefits of it being free are pretty mundane 
really – for example, I can now use the first bus out to 
town and the other bus back, which means I have more 
options. Before, even under half-fare this would have 
been expensive… then there is not having the right 
coins. It sounds silly, but I was worried about dropping 
the coins and not knowing where to say I was getting off 
– now I just say anything, as it doesn’t matter really!’ 
However, she also concludes that having a free bus pass has changed her 
life for the better, commenting: 
‘I get lonely back in my cottage, and now I can just get 
up and go, not thinking about the cost. And I have joined 
the rambling club, which would have been expensive to 
get to before every week… so, yes, I reckon the pass has 
changed the quality of my life by allowing greater variety.’ 
28
Discussion and analysis
While it should be stressed that not all pass-holders have benefited from 
having a concessionary pass in all the ways detailed above, the report 
has identified clearly that the benefits of the scheme extend beyond 
a simple transport policy, towards providing wider social benefits that 
can contribute significantly to older people’s quality of life. This section 
interprets the findings and draws out threads of discussion, before 
suggesting the implications for England’s Concessionary Fares policy.
Free bus travel and quality of life
‘When you think about it, people have different ideas 
about what is ‘quality’; for example, a loaf of bread and 
whether it is worth paying for that or spending the money 
elsewhere. Maybe they are not concerned about (the) 
quality of their bread but want a quality car – surely that’s 
their decision and who am I to say they are excluded?’
Male, 87, small town
This remark by a respondent nicely encapsulates the fact that quality 
of life is hierarchical in nature, in that it is based on the idea that only 
once a minimum level has been reached (in this case ability to afford 
bread) can a choice be made that affects its character. Also, the relativity 
of exclusion is highlighted in relation to its importance to other aspects  
of life. The previous sections have identified that linking the free bus pass 
to benefits that then contribute to quality of life is no easy task, since 
there are a multitude of ways in which the pass could impact and 
it is more of a holistic benefit that is currently poorly measured. 
A core benefit of the scheme and potential life-quality contribution 
identified in the two data collection exercises is that many older pass-
holders are travelling by bus where they wouldn’t have done before.
In particular, it was found that a high proportion of the trips of 1–3 miles 
were by pass-holders who reported that they would not have travelled in 
the absence of a pass. The nature of these shorter trips could imply that 
they are lifeline services providing access to local amenities, and the fact 
that they would not be made might suggest that they could not have 
been walked. In other words, the free bus pass appears to have 
stimulated trips that are of basic importance to older people in some 
circumstances. A further example is that while on a trip-by-trip basis 
many respondents reported being able to afford a single bus journey, 
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the main concern related to cumulative cost over a specified period 
of having to pay for the bus. These concerns would disproportionately 
affect those who have to use the bus most often as they are reliant 
upon the bus. This finding was supported in the focus groups studies; 
that more frequent shorter bus trips were harder to justify in the minds 
of some pass-holders, as the cost of travel was not proportionate to 
distance, with the shorter trips being seen as particularly expensive. 
The concessionary bus pass and promoting mobility
Whereas traditionally, existing research shows that retired drivers tend 
to use public transport less than people of the same age who have 
never driven,38 there is evidence of a reversal of this trend. The free bus 
pass allowed a greater exposure to the bus and therefore increases the 
likelihood that older people will use the bus once they stop driving, thus 
removing a barrier that might otherwise cause people to continue to 
drive even though they either need or want to stop. Indeed, the free bus 
pass provides an important mechanism and bridging gap for those giving 
up the car, and also allows them to retain access to the car for longer 
by replacing stressful journeys with free bus travel. The pass was often 
found to be a pleasant alternative for car drivers for when the car was 
less suitable, such as driving at night and parking in congested areas. 
This suggests that having a bus pass facilitates, and indeed prolongs, 
the decision to give up driving in later life by providing a gradual 
alternative, and for others, introducing bus travel which may become 
a viable substitute later on.
The changing role of the bus
The findings suggest that the role of the bus has been transformed  
in some cases, from that of being solely useful for specific functional 
activities, to one of providing a platform for more general holistic benefit: 
in other words, providing a broader framework for promoting social 
inclusion. This means that we must move from a perspective on travel  
as a derived demand for particular activities, to a view that takes into 
account the experiential aspects of travel while on board. This research  
in essence argues that the unit of investigation needs to be changed to 
understand the broader benefits, from pass-holder to pass-user. Indeed, 
the notion of potential mobility is an important point – a pass-holder may 
never make a trip but still benefit from having the potential to travel – 
and this cannot be captured in the current evaluation framework. 
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A challenge to advocates of means-testing
Taken together, these findings present the seemingly paradoxical 
situation that arguably better-off respondents (i.e. those with cars and/or 
a regular bus service) are statistically the most likely to respond positively 
to the provision of a free bus pass by increasing their bus use (a finding 
corroborated by previous research). Conventionally, this could lead to the 
argument that the policy is poorly targeted and support a move towards 
means-testing. However, this is only half of the story. First, one research 
report found that those in higher-income households tend to make fewer 
trips using the pass than those in lower-income households.39
Secondly, those least likely to increase their trips by bus in the survey were 
already making a higher number of trips already, and so would receive 
proportionally the greatest benefit of not having to pay for their trips that 
they would have made before the pass was free. Furthermore, this 
research has found that even among those who did not increase their trips 
as a result of the policy, they were equally likely to report benefits and an 
improved quality of life for the array of reasons linked to this report. 
Moreover, as the overall number of trips declines in older age, it could be 
argued that the proportional contribution of each trip could be greater 
among older pass-holders. In other words, current evaluative research 
needs to look beyond using trip increase as a proxy for pass-holder benefit, 
and consider a wider approach to measuring its contribution.
However, the qualitative studies suggested that one of the core benefits of 
the pass was access to all regardless of income or wealth, and that if there 
was means-testing, a stigma would be introduced that could deter some 
people from using the bus. This goes hand in hand with previous research 
that shows means-testing often disproportionately deters those most in 
need as they are least likely to fill out the relevant forms.40 The next section 
reports the policy recommendations that stem from this research.
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Policy recommendations
1)  The research confirms the importance of exploiting the growing 
availability of smart-card data, which would enable greater linkages 
between the pass-holder and their trips, and begin to quantify some 
of these more subtle changes in the way the bus is used in the context 
of pass-holders’ daily practices.
2)  The report calls for a more holistic approach to evaluating the policy, 
which takes into account the wide range of benefits identified in this 
paper, some of which cannot be linked to a specific trip but are 
benefits of the policy as a whole. The evaluative approach to 
Concessionary Fares policy needs to take into consideration these 
wider social benefits of the free bus pass, with ultimately the possible 
case being made for extending the subsidy to operators beyond simply 
their transport role to a provider of a social service. For instance, a day 
centre for older people would not be measured and evaluated simply 
in terms of quantitative use of the facilities. Indeed, given the unique 
nature of the bus as a social space, it may provide benefits to groups of 
older people who otherwise would not necessarily use more formal 
facilities aimed at improving the quality of later life, such as social clubs 
and day centres. 
3)  The report recognises the concessionary travel market as a growing 
market offering business potential. For example, the positive experience 
of bus travel of some pass-holders may mean that they could be used 
as bus ambassadors to encourage other (paying) relatives on board,  
and local deals could be made with restaurants. While on many levels 
the pass has been seen as a threat to the bus industry as a whole, 
opportunities are emerging that could encourage pass-holders on  
board the bus, and if they were funded correctly this could be mutually 
beneficial as well as providing wider societal benefits. This research 
provides evidence of pass-holders encouraging their fare-paying friends 
and relatives (including grandchildren) on board the bus. Indeed, taken 
in combination with the social role of the bus, this may have created  
a community that could pull together to save certain bus routes by 
encouraging new paying customers. Such an innovative solution  
would provide much-needed income while not being detrimental  
to the pass-holders themselves, unless there are conflicts for capacity. 
Indeed, given the nature of activities such as eating out and spending 
that are now encouraged to take place, and given that travel  
is free, there could be an opportunity to create business links with local 
cafés and restaurants of interest en route. This could be an innovative 
funding stream. Such an innovative solution would provide much-
needed income for operators, while not being detrimental to the  
pass-holders themselves.
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4)  Given the increasing role of the bus in discretionary travel, there is 
a need to rethink traveller information provision to suit the impromptu 
spontaneous traveller. In particular, previous research has shown 
that while formal provision of information about buses is considered 
acceptable for many older people, they lack detailed location-specific 
information, such as which side of the road to board the bus and 
whether there are seats at the bus stop.
5)  Given the different types of pass-holders emerging from this research –  
from those using the bus for basic access to those using it for leisure and 
tourism purposes – there is potential for the bus to contain distinctly 
different seating areas. For example, the back of the bus could be set 
out in a circular style that encourages interaction, and the front a more 
traditional format with handrails and lined seating.
6)  Evidence presented in this report shows that travel generated by bus 
as a result of the scheme is facilitating greater social involvement of 
pass-holders and allowing trips to take place that are a cornerstone 
of older people’s lives. A case should be made that the distribution of 
the grant should take into account these wider social benefits to the 
individual (such as reduced likelihood of loneliness and isolation) and to 
society as a whole (such as provision of free child care, volunteering).
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In summary, this report has identified a number of ways, which have not 
been previously considered and are not taken into account in current 
evaluation of the policy in which England’s Concessionary Fares policy  
has contributed to older people’s quality of life. The report stresses the 
importance of an evaluative approach that incorporates the wider holistic 
benefits of the scheme, which cannot necessarily always be attributed  
to any particular trip specifically, but which cumulatively can be used to 
provide further evidence of the policy’s contribution to its objectives. 
This evidence could be used to support the financial case for the scheme 
by providing greater evidence of its benefits and quality-of-life contribution. 
Furthermore, it could be argued that any future alterations to the scheme 
could potentially not only have the consequence of reduced travel by bus, 
but also reduce access to these wider social benefits that are of such 
importance to maintaining a quality of later life. It is worth stating the 
obvious – that those without a local bus or unable to use it cannot access 
the wide array of benefits identified in this research. 
In other words, the free bus pass appears to be more effective at improving 
quality of life and averting the onset of social exclusion, than as a response 
once older people become socially excluded. Concessionary Fares policy 
then, rather than a panacea for the policy issue, should be viewed within 
the context of a range of flexible policy options.
Conclusions
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